T he health system in the United States has evolved into a crazy quilt of multiple providers and payers striving to care for complex patients, who experience transitions across multiple settings. Case management is being used to address patient problems that result from system fragmentation and complexity. Case management for patients is highly contextual and is often designed to meet the needs of patients who have specific types of illnesses such as congestive heart failure, disabilities such as spinal cord injuries, mental health problems, substance abuse, and mental retardation developmental disabilities, or who are receiving care in a particular setting, such as acute care, community care, or rehabilitation. The article by Park, Huber, and Tahan in this issue begins to unravel some of the contextual factors of case management by exploring case management activities by knowledge areas, work setting, and profession. They find that there is a pattern to the type of work undertaken by case managers by discipline and work setting. They are able to identify a set of core activities that crosses disciplines and settings. They also identify important differences in case management activities by discipline and setting.
Although Park et al. add a substantial contribution to the description of case management practice, there remains many perplexing problems associated with the design of case management research. Perhaps one of the most problematic issues is the plethora of related terms, such as care management, care coordination, and case management, that are used to describe very similar activities that revolve around organizing care and ensuring care continuity. One of the most cogent problems in designing case management research is determining the difference between these terms. What is care management, and is it a part of case management? Is case management the same as care coordination? Does care coordination fall under the umbrella of case management? Perhaps these are all just the same thing but are called something different depending on which setting or population the investigator is studying.
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The issue of semantics may not seem to be important until one attempts to synthesize the findings of these studies. It is then that the questions arise as to what these things actually mean and how they can be compared to one another. Investigators who work in the area of case management research rarely make the relationship between case management and care coordination explicit. Rather it is tacitly understood that there is a relationship, and it is left up to the reader to determine the nature of the relationship. It seems there are times when the issue is bypassed completely by using an uncommon term such as care management.
Until these issues are resolved it will be very difficult to move the body of work about case management forward. Future research in case management must explicitly detail the interventions so activities that are essential to case management can be separated from those that are not essential. It is important for researchers to clarify service type, intensity, timing, and plan for disengagement from services. Ultimately, research must include more information about intervention fidelity and dose so that we can begin to separate the wheat from the chaff as it relates to case management research.
Case management is a fruitful area of research. As the number of older adults and those with multiple chronic conditions increase over the next 25 years, figuring out how to manage or help patients and families manage their own complex care will be essential. Given the projected shortage of health care professionals for the upcoming decades, deciding when to disengage services so that patients and families can successfully navigate the system on their own may become particularly urgent.
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